T his paper introduces and empirically explores the concept of an organizational reference group: the set of people an individual perceives as belonging to his or her work environment that defines the social world of work in which he or she engages. The concept is proposed to fill a gap in studies of social context. Scholars tend only to infer, not identify, the people an individual is aware of at work. This surmise creates no problem in groups or small organizations where everyone knows everyone else. However, it becomes troublesome in large organizations where the set of people one individual discerns may vary considerably from that of another. Social network studies of large organizations examine people an individual perceives, but focus on interpersonal communication through salient relationships. They tend to neglect the many distant others who populate an individual's social context: those known only through company newsletters or office gossip, those with whom the individual never has contact, and those who carry little immediate salience. Data from a large organization are used to explore whether organizational reference groups provide distinct, useful information about individuals' perceptions of their social context at work. The findings replicate those showing individuals' preferences for similar others, but also note previously unobserved systematic differences in the composition of close associations compared to the broader ones of organizational reference groups. Distant associations are considerably more homogeneous than close ones. Moreover, the results show that organizational reference groups illuminate career referent selection and expected achievement beyond what would be learned from a typical social network analysis.
This paper introduces the concept of an organizational reference group: the set of people an individual perceives as belonging to his or her work environment that defines the social world of work in which he or she engages, including people with whom the individual does and does not communicate and those with whom awareness is the only connection. The concept emerged serendipitously from a study designed for another purpose. My original intent was to explore how an individual's career perceptions at work are influenced by the others he or she knows. Based on previous work, this information seems to accrue through direct communication such as interpersonal exchanges at meetings and lunches, and through indirect sources such as observation and stories overheard at the coffee pot (Lawrence 1990) . In large organizations, however, each individual has a different set of others, so I was curious to identify work and friendship connections as well as more distant, potentially non-communication-based associations. I asked subjects to name the people they knew and hoped for long lists that captured both kinds of connection. What follows is the theoretical and empirical result of exploring this phenomenon.
That people are influenced by social context is engraved in organizational studies. Scholars analyze dyads, such as supervisors-subordinates (Kacmar et al. 2003 , Shore et al. 2003 or mentors-mentees (Kram and Isabella 1985, Tepper 1995) ; groups, including R&D project groups and top management teams (Ancona and Caldwell 1992, Hambrick and Mason 1984) ; and organizations defined by hierarchical structures or organizational culture (Martin 1992 , Schein 1992 , Scott 1987 . Each social context shapes individual behavior and is viewed as an entity with specific and observable boundaries. While these definitions remain relevant, the scope of, and interdependencies required by, current organizational relationships extend this perimeter. In the 1980s, companies began replacing conglomerate structures, in which organizations maintained clear boundaries, with network forms of organization lacking stable boundaries (Davis et al. 1994) . Individuals also followed this trend, with a move from organizational careers that transpire within a single organization to careers in which only skill sets remain stable as careers cross organizations, industries, and occupations (Arthur and Rousseau 1996) .
These changes are recasting the meaning and nature of social context for individuals who work. Astronomers, for instance, used to collaborate primarily within their own institutions because telescopes were available only to affiliates of the institutions that built, owned, and operated them. However, even in a basic research area like astrophysics, a dramatic increase in the complexity, scale, and cost of instrumentation means that large collaborations frequently replace small autonomous groups. The Spitzer Space Telescope, an infrared observatory launched in August 2003, cost $700 million dollars. Numerous organizations were involved, including the University of Arizona, Cornell, the Harvard-Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory, Caltech, NASA, JPL, the Goddard Space-Flight Center, Ball, and LockheedMartin. Scientists and engineers contributed several thousand work years over a 20-year period getting it ready for launch. Thus, an astronomer's relevant social context is now likely to extend considerably farther beyond the home institution than it did in the mid-20th century.
The American movie industry provides a similar example (Faulkner and Anderson 1987) . From the 1930s through 1948, Hollywood was run by eight studios that functioned as the primary social context for movie producers, directors, actors, and technical personnel. Studios might lend their contracted employees to others, but a film worker's studio was his or her primary social context. Following divestiture in 1948 and subsequent increases in the costs and risks of producing films, making movies became a conglomerate affair. Several studios may now put up the money, distribution and marketing may be farmed out to other firms, and the "organization" is cobbled together from whatever talent the producers think is cost effective given the risk. As a result, the studio is no longer the social context for people in that industry. Instead, it is a constellation of relationships that governs who knows the workers and values their reputation.
These illustrations portray large, multiorganization work communities, but changes in the nature of social context are not endemic to such settings. Increasing size, geographic dispersion, and project complexity within traditional organizations are also making social context problematic. Managers' escalating use of knowledge management systems, for example, signals a recognition that they can no longer keep track of who has the requisite experience and information for a given task (Ofek and Sarvary 2001) . When organizations expand beyond an individual's cognitive ability to assimilate knowledge of all members, his or her social context becomes unstable. Dyads, groups, and organizations are still relevant entities, but they do not address how individuals construe their organizational frame of reference at work when it is not possible to know all potentially relevant others.
Answering this question requires an approach that examines social context from the individual's perspective. The social network literature has produced the largest group of such studies, where subjects identify their context by cataloging ties: the specific others with whom they have salient, communication-based relationships. Burt (1992) characterizes these connections as strong or weak. "Strong ties are your most frequent and close contacts. Weak ties are your less frequent less close contacts. Between these two categories, you have a few strong ties and many weak ties" (1992, p. 28) . Thus, ties are contacts. As relationships characterized by communication and delineated by the individual, they appear well suited for research on social context. However, network studies in large social systems exhibit two limitations: They do not include distant, non-communication-based associations, and the average sample contains only eight. Thus, these studies include few if any people the subjects may know about but with whom they do not communicate. A curious silence prevails over the individual's definition of who populates his or her social context in such large social settings.
This silence holds potential implications. The data presented here will show that distant associations appear more homogeneous in composition than close ones. This finding challenges the belief that weak relationships provide diverse information and may explain why one executive obtains better strategic information than another when scanning the social environment. If executives' distant associations tend to become uniform, those who successfully maintain disparate networks may gain significant competitive advantage. This may also help untangle why managers genuinely concerned about diversity do not perceive their own biased decision patterns. Managers who work closely with diverse employees are likely to assume that their distant associations also remain dissimilar. They may be unaware that in extending beyond close associations to make appointments for prestigious task forces or jobs, they will select from a more homogeneous group. In both cases, the answer to "why?" depends on social context, yet we know little about how individuals construe their social environment in jobs where they cannot know everyone. What do these social contexts look like? How do individuals manage their changing social boundaries?
In the next section, I develop a theoretical framework for studying this phenomenon. The discussion expands the organizational reference group definition, compares the concept to related theoretical constructs, and proposes the process by which it influences individual behavior. I then explore these ideas using the original data that induced them. My career perceptions study was not designed to elicit organizational reference groups, but the data are well suited to explore two questions. First, do such groups differ from those studied in social network studies? Second, does knowing an individual's organizational reference group extend our knowledge beyond what would be learned in more conventional studies? Finally, I explore theoretical implications of organizational reference groups for organizational studies.
What Is an Organizational Reference Group?
The idea that individuals have a group of organizational referents originates from studying reference groups. Reference groups or those by which individuals orient themselves regardless of actual membership (Singer 1981) have been recognized as crucial ties between individuals, action, and social systems (Merton 1968) . Although referents are often thought of as similar others (Festinger 1954) , the criteria used to define a referent vary greatly. Scholars have studied many kinds of referents, including groups to which individuals aspire, to which individuals belong, to which individuals have only loose connections, and those whose perspective the individual acquires (Siegel and Siegel 1971) .
Perhaps the most rudimentary definition of "reference," and the one used here, is information that one individual has about another. If an individual has information about others in his or her work environment, even the simple knowledge of their existence, they are members of his or her organizational reference group. They cannot be consciously excluded. Such interpersonal visibility represents the basic condition for reference group behavior (Marsden and Friedkin 1993) . This condition possesses an important feature from social cognition theory: It separates an individual's awareness of others from his or her evaluation of them. "Attention and encoding are the first steps in social information processing. Without them, nothing else can happen: attributions cannot be made; schemas cannot be applied" (Fiske and Taylor 1991, p. 245) , and, by extension, social comparisons cannot be made. Thus, without this distinction, one cannot distinguish the processes underlying awareness of others from those through which meaning accrues, inferences are drawn, and social comparisons are made. Individuals select social comparisons from the members of their organizational reference group, but not all members of that group are also social comparisons.
Despite diverse definitions of referent others, scholars generally agree on how reference groups work. All involve a group of people from whom individuals collect information used to interpret and act in everyday life. These interpretations and the actions they engender connect individuals with social systems and make reference groups powerful.
A Group of Referent Others
An organizational reference group is a group because it includes everyone the individual thinks of when answering the question: Who populates my world at work? The awareness criterion incorporates the individual's coworkers, friends, enemies, and acquaintances as well as people with whom the individual has no direct contact, like those seen in the next building or known only through stories, reputation, and e-mail. These others constitute the social frame of reference (Merton 1968 ) through which he or she receives information, interprets workrelated experiences, and decides to act. An individual's organizational reference group may not include the entire organization and may even involve others outside conventional boundaries, but the people it does include largely generate his or her view of work. They delineate the social context from the individual's perspective.
In small work units, an individual's organizational reference group encompasses everyone-a complete population. It is difficult to imagine a start-up, for instance, in which anyone is unaware of everyone else. However, as organizations get larger, knowing everyone becomes difficult because the individual perceives only a sample of possible others. Even in a single organization, these samples may vary a great deal. At one extreme, two individuals in a small, independent business unit of a large organization may have identical organizational reference groups. As with a start-up, everyone is aware of everyone else. At the opposite extreme, if one of the two individuals works in a different business unit of that organization, the members of their reference groups may completely differ. Few employees of whom one individual is aware are known by the other.
Such differences between individuals' samples of perceived others make organizational reference groups potentially important. When two individuals have different reference groups, the information to which they are exposed may vary. As a result, the meanings and interpretations they construe from that information and the opportunities they experience may also vary. Research on social networks is consistent with these ideas. Differences in close communication-based relationships limit or facilitate an individual's social capital (Burt 1982) , personal sources of scanning information (Aguilar 1967) , and power and status (Ely 1994; Ibarra 1992 Ibarra , 1995 . Thus, it would not be surprising if differences in an individual's more distant associations also influence his or her organizational fortune.
Several features of an individual's organizational reference group distinguish it from related concepts. First, similar to many other types of reference groups, an individual's organizational reference group is not technically a "group." Its members are not necessarily perceived by others or by themselves as a "unit," and they may or may not work together or even know one another (Merton 1968) . This distinguishes organizational reference groups from psychological groups, which require sufficient salience for an out-group to emerge (Turner 1985) . The general recognition of distinct in-groups and out-groups by organizational members suggests that an individual's psychological or in-group is a subset of those of whom he or she is aware.
Second, the awareness criterion means that distant, peripheral associations differ from weak ties defined earlier as "less frequent, less close contacts" (Burt 1992) . It is true that weak ties are more distant than close ones, but they still denote relatively strong relationships, having been identified by explicit requests for contactbased associations such as "With whom do you talk frequently about work-related topics?" (Brass 1985) and "Who do you go to for informal discussion and socializing?" (Burt 1992 (Burt , 1997 . As a result, the weak ties in large organizations studied by social network scholars represent the weakest in a set of strong ties. They do not include truly distant associations. The awareness criterion also adds a missing component to social information processing (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978) . This theory shares with organizational reference groups the idea that social context plays a large role in individual behavior by "providing cues which individuals use to construct and interpret events" (p. 226). It describes the enactment and social reality construction through which individuals turn social information into attitudes, needs, attributions, choices, and actions. Thus, social information processing describes how an individual's social context influences his or her behavior, yet it says nothing about the people from whom this social information comes.
Third, group membership is defined by the individual's perspective. This internal definition separates organizational reference groups from most other reference groups. Scholars typically define reference units externally: by specifying organizational roles such as jobs (Singh 1994) ; social categories, such as gender or ethnicity (Terry et al. 1999) ; or social locations, such as inside or outside the organization (Goodman 1974) . Such definitions easily exclude many people of whom an individual is aware. The individual's perspective also distinguishes organizational reference groups from organizational culture. Here, scholars frequently aggregate individual observations to define a socially shared whole lacking orientation to any one individual (e.g., Chatman and Jehn 1994, Rentsch 1990) . Instead the focus is on what is the same about individual perceptions. In contrast, organizational reference groups focus on what differs across such perceptions. Observers may guess the composition of an individual's organizational reference group, but can never know it precisely without asking. The criterion of an individual perspective makes organizational reference groups a type about which little is known.
Collecting Information
Individuals are avid information collectors when it comes to their organizational frame of reference. These data come in many guises. Much immediate, salient information flows through close, communication-based, person-to-person associations (Krackhardt 1992) . For instance, studies about power, influence, and information diffusion (Burt 1997, Ibarra and Andrews 1993) are based on responses to questions such as: "indicate up to five people with whom you feel especially willing or able to discuss your ideas for a new business or your ideas about running your current business" (Aldrich et al. 1989) . Such communications serve two purposes. They identify the individual's recurrent, habitual information sources and specify the type of information likely to pass through them.
However, much of the data individuals collect does not come from such close, communication-based associations. Observation, for example, is a component of learning (Wood and Bandura 1989) that influences the meanings people attach to and derive from objects and actions. Pratt and Rafaeli (1997) found that hospital nurses use their uniform to express complex, sometimes conflicting, information about their social identity to themselves and others. Organizations teem with examples of such nonverbally based information. The cc: and to: list of an e-mail provides relevant data through sins of omission. Individuals observe who comes in early in the morning, and watch a committee discussion for shifts of power. They hear gossip about who got promoted and read about who-did-what in the corporate newsletter. Several years ago, the cover of Dataproducts' annual report featured a photograph of its top executives wearing yellow slicker raincoats. For those with little prior knowledge, this photograph provided information about who the top executives were and whom the company thought most important. It was also symbolic, generating inferences such as "We're confident of our ability to weather the storm." In all these examples, the individual has no direct interaction with the persons about whom he or she is receiving information.
Interpreting and Acting
It is what individuals do with the information collected that affects behavior. Whenever situations are ambiguous, individuals use information acquired from reference groups for sense making and guidance (Marsden and Friedkin 1993, Salancik and Pfeffer 1978) . Psychological contracts (Rousseau 1989 (Rousseau , 1990 , for example, develop when an individual perceives "consistent patterns of inducements and contributions over time" that result in "beliefs about the reciprocal obligations between employees and employers." Identifying these patterns requires observation. Because individuals' organizational reference groups may differ, this process may produce distinct views of the patterns and thus the obligations of the psychological contract. Consider a large organization in which programming is a low-status job. One programmer is moved temporarily from the programming office in the basement to the executive office on the top floor for a special task force. He or she meets many new people and learns, for the first time, how the organization rewards managers with perks and preferences. As the composition of this programmer's organizational reference group expands to include a broader range of employees, he or she may become less satisfied with a psychological contract previously accepted. The people in an individual's organizational reference group thus provide many types of information that the individual uses to interpret his or her relationship with the organization. Because individuals base action on perceptions, their observations of and experiences with an organizational reference group may prove important. They define social context as the individual notes exchange relationships with the organization (Blau 1964) , interprets the organization's culture (Martin 1992) , and decides when to engage in citizenship behaviors (Organ 1990 That individuals use information collected from others to interpret and act in everyday life resonates with any study of social context. From this perspective, the function of an organizational reference group is hardly new. It has been many years since Shibutani (1955) observed that "The concept of reference group summarizes differential associations and loyalties and thus facilitates the study of selective perception. It becomes, therefore, an indispensable tool for comprehending the diversity and dynamic character of the kind of society in which we live." In similar fashion, the concept of an organizational reference group focuses on the vibrant character of an individual's perceptions and experiences at work, a useful focus as the diversity and dynamic processes characterizing today's business environment alter individuals' work boundaries.
An Exploratory Study of Organizational Reference Groups
Given this definition, I now return to the study that led to these ideas. The data are used to compare the composition and effects of organizational reference groups with those of the social networks typically studied in large organizations. Such networks were selected for comparison as the most similar existing concept. Two questions are explored. Does the composition of organizational reference groups differ from that of the social networks studied in large organizations? If it does, does it matter-that is, do organizational reference groups extend our understanding of how social context influences individual behavior beyond what would be learned from a typical social network study?
My data are not ideal for examining these questions, as the original study was not designed for this purpose, but they contain several useful features. First, subjects gave me an average of 50 names rather than the eight observed in a review of 21 frequently cited social network studies in large social systems (Citations available from author; see also Marin 2004) . This six-fold increase in names suggests that they include close associations similar to those in social network research as well as distant associations usually absent. Second, the namegeneration question separated the request for names from that for strength of association. Subjects produced their lists before answering any questions about the listed people. Thus, unlike traditional ego network studies, the relationship questions exerted little influence on which names a subject selected. Third, all demographic information about the subject and his or her associations was obtained from company records. This reduces potential response bias because subjects are not primed by the attributes of individuals they select (see, for example, Smith 2002). Moreover, no additional error is introduced into the data through the inaccurate or incomplete demographic information subjects may supply about people they know. Finally, these data include an unusually diverse group of managers, making it possible to separate the analyses for women, black, Hispanic, and Asian subjects. Previous studies often compare either women and men or racial minorities and others because small, homogeneous samples make meaningful analysis difficult (cf. Williams and O'Reilly 1998) .
Description of the Data
The data were collected from a large organization with over 9,000 employees. The study was limited to managers and ready-for-management employees because my research questions required a career with formal, clearly defined levels where all career participants agree on what each level means. In the past, managers enjoyed long, stable careers in this firm, but then faced uncertain futures as the company responded to dramatic changes in the market environment. During the five years prior to data collection, employees experienced several major reorganizations and reductions in force. Independent of these changes, managers moved frequently throughout the firm: Their average time in one position was under two years. Managers thus had ample opportunity to develop work and friendship associations with a large, diverse group.
Demographic data were obtained from company records on management and ready-for-management employees N = 2 685 , of whom 32% N = 848 are women. The distribution by ethnicity is: white, 62.1% N = 1 668 ; black, 9.8% N = 263 ; Hispanic, 15.9% N = 428 ; and Asian, 12.1% N = 326 . The average age of these employees is 44 (range = 23-74) and their average organizational tenure is 17 years (range = 0-50). Sixty-five percent hold a college degree. There are 14 levels in management careers formally defined by the organization. Ready-for-management employees work in the union and are viewed by the company as one level below the first level of management. As a result, ready-for-management employees were coded as Level 1, while the remaining 14 were coded as Levels 2 through 15.
Surveys were mailed to a 20% systematic, stratified sample (N = 537) of management and ready-for-management employees. Four hundred and twenty-three surveys were returned (79%). Twelve surveys were deleted because they were completed by employees outside the sampling frame, leaving 411 (77%) usable surveys. The survey sample is similar to the population on all six stratification dimensions: age (t = 1 11, p = 0 27), organizational tenure t = −0 31 p = 0 75 , career level (t = 0 79, p = 0 43), gender ( 2 = 0 23, p = 0 63), ethnicity ( 2 = 1 02, p = 0 91), and hire type ( 2 = 0 12, p = 0 73). This last category indicates whether the employee was in a professional or nonprofessional job when hired.
Surveys were not anonymous. Subjects were requested to provide their social security number on an identification page that was perforated and easily detached from the survey booklet. Two envelopes were provided for returning each survey: one for the identification page and one for the completed survey. Subjects' sealed responses could not be identified without opening the envelopes and matching the codes, thus giving subjects greater confidence that their responses would not be examined by others inside the firm.
Obtaining the List of Names
The original research questions concerned how individuals' career perceptions are influenced by others they know. Thus, I wanted to identify as many of the people in each subject's social context as possible. This is difficult in large organizations. I considered providing subjects with a list of names from their own departments. However, based on preliminary interviews, the high rate of interdepartmental and interdivisional mobility in the company would have made the results meaningless. Managers in this organization typically know many people outside their own departments. As a result, I turned to name generation, the standard social network technique for identifying an individual's relationships when the social system exceeds about 100 to 150 people. I asked subjects to "copy the names of employees you know." This question follows those recently developed by Hampton and Wellman (2000) and McCarty et al. (1997) for generating lists that include people with whom a subject has no direct communication. As is typical of such studies, subjects were given a complete roster of all 2,685 management and ready-for-management employees to remind them of names they might want to include but forgot.
However, name generation in any research is cumbersome and tiring for subjects. They are asked to generate a new list of names in response to each question, and, given the time involved, the incentive is for the lists to shrink. As a result, social network studies in large social systems tend to involve a relatively small number of close associations. Because a long list of subjects' close and distant associations was critical to my research questions, I redesigned the standard survey format to make it easier. The new survey was constructed like an oldfashioned gradebook. After opening the booklet, subjects found 28 lines on the left side of the inside cover page and 28 on the right side of the inside end page. This provided a total of 56 lines, the maximum number that fit comfortably. The name-generation question was printed on the top of the inside cover page so that subjects completed the list before seeing any questions.
The questions themselves were printed on a set of inside pages narrower than the booklet. Thus, after writing down a set of names, the same set was used for all questions. Subjects would answer a question for all names listed on the left, and then for all names listed on the right. Subsequently, the subject turned the inside page to the next question. There was no need to rewrite the list. The employee identification numbers of each name provided by each subject, totaling around 20,000 names, were coded by hand using the company's personnel data. This allowed me to match each subject with the demographic data of all the individuals on his or her list. Subjects provided me with an average of 49.86 names (range: 0-56).
While these data represent an improvement over previous studies, they exhibit several limitations for work on organizational reference groups. We have little experience with name generators that do not specify salient, communication-based relationships; thus, it is unknown how subjects interpreted the request to list the people they know. The meaning of "know" may vary from one person to the next, and this may affect the comparability of subjects' lists. Also it seems likely that organizational reference groups are larger than the limit of 56 names on the survey. Multiple-interview studies suggest that people may generate several hundred names of acquaintances inside and outside work (de Sola Pool and Kochen 1978) . As a result, while the names included here extend well beyond the samples typically studied in social network studies, it is unlikely that they capture subjects' entire organizational reference groups. However, this conservative test still provides a reasonable first sample.
Question 1: Do Organizational Reference Groups and Social Networks Differ in Composition?
The large number of names I received allowed me to compare the composition of organizational reference groups and social networks, as typically studied in large organizations. If their composition is similar, then there is little to be learned from a new concept. Size would be their only distinguishing feature. However, if they differ, then each defines a distinct portion of an individual's social context. The key theoretical difference between the two is their inclusion criteria. There are no absolute boundaries between close and distant associations. Instead, these loosely defined associations represent two ends of a continuum. Social network studies tend to focus on close associations that are salient, bidirectional, and communication based. Organizational reference groups include close associations, but add distant ones that are unidirectional, non-communication based, and not salient.
Burt's research on structural holes (1992, 1997) illustrates the social network focus on close associations. In an organization of over 100,000 employees, he obtained an average of 12.6 names per subject from 284 employees. Names were generated by nine questions about salient relationships. Seven questions explicitly requested names of people with whom the subject has communicated, for instance: "If you look back over the last six months, who are the four or five people with whom you discussed matters important to you?" (1992, p. 123) . Only two of the nine questions may have included distant associations, for instance: "At the other extreme, who among the people working for [THE FIRM] has made it the most difficult for you to carry out your job responsibilities?" And, while the names from these two questions may involve little communication, they are still salient to the individual providing them. Making the conservative assumption that all names generated by these two questions represent distant associations, the maximum average number of distant associations per subject is 2.5 names (1992, p. 123) . Thus, Burt's study includes a relatively small number of close associations, and few if any distant associations. For the most part, the weak ties he studies are but the weakest in a set of close associations.
This emphasis on close ties suggests that comparing the composition of an individual's close and distant associations highlights the empirical distinction between social networks and organizational reference groups. Close associations are common to both. However, the explicit inclusion of distant associations makes organizational reference groups differ from social networks. Although the types of people in close and distant associations can be characterized in many ways, I examined their demographic composition, because such attributes are important to interpersonal interaction. Their chronic accessibility (Fiske and Taylor 1991) makes them good candidates for capturing attention in social settings. Moreover, they acquire salience as indicators of power, status, similarity, and difference in social systems, signaling an individual's ability and competence (Spence 1973) . Although the meanings they acquire differ across cultures (e.g., Earley 1999 , Phinney 1996 , demographic attributes have been shown by a tremendous number of studies as key to human interaction (Tsui and Gutek 1999) .
Why does this occur? The salience of demographic attributes results from common features of social structure. Building on structural and expectation-states theory (Berger et al. 1974 , Blau 1977 , Ridgeway (1991) notes that status differences result when social systems distribute valued resources unequally across demographic categories. Members of any demographic category that disproportionately holds such resources acquire higher status than members of other categories. This then influences the meaning these categories hold within the social system. A second explanation emphasizes individuals' needs and motivations as providing the basis for salience. From this perspective, demographic attributes become powerful because they facilitate self-and othercategorizations that reduce social uncertainty and maintain positive self-identity (Hogg and Terry 2000) . Their utility as social categories makes them good anchors for in-group and out-group prototypes that simplify individuals' classifications of others. Thus, from both the macro and micro perspectives, demographic attributes are key players in interaction.
Both approaches predict homophilous preferences, a widely scrutinized explanation for relationship selection (Singer 1981) . Homophily is the tendency of people to communicate with similar others more frequently than would be expected if their associations were randomly acquired (Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954) . Homophilous relationships result because individuals who share similar status or values also share common experiences. These overlaps make associations with similar others appealing by reducing the costs of establishing and maintaining relationships (Zenger and Lawrence 1989) . Studies of close work and friendship associations consistently show that individuals tend to associate with others of similar demographic attributes such as education, gender, age, and ethnicity (Ibarra 1992 , Lincoln and Miller 1979 , Mehra et al. 1998 ). However, individual awareness of distant associations has not been studied in large organizations where organizational reference groups may differ.
In addition, homophilous preferences that produce close associations may well influence how people first become aware of one another. When presented with a large group of unknown people, individuals probably become aware of demographically similar others before they become aware of dissimilar others. Consequently, demographic attributes provide relevant predictors for the composition of close and distant associations in this exploratory study. I could find little theory suggesting how homophily might differ in both associations; however, Granovetter (1973 Granovetter ( , 1992 predicts that if individuals care about similarity, they will exercise their preferences more frequently in close, not distant, associations. Thus, it seems reasonable that the relationship between an individual's demographic attributes and those of close associations in his or her social network will be stronger than their relationship with those of distant associations in his or her organizational reference group.
Question 2: Do Organizational Reference Groups Influence Career Perceptions Beyond Social Networks? If the composition of close and distant associations differs, perhaps an individual's organizational reference group defines a social context distinct from the social networks typically studied in large organizations. The next concern is whether this difference matters. My original question was whether an individual's social context influences his or her career perceptions. Thus, my data include career-related questions. Based on past research in the network literature (Shah 1998) , I compare the predictive validity of organizational reference groups and social networks in two situations where differences in social context may influence individuals' perceptions: their selection of career referents and their expected achievement. Does knowing the composition of an individual's organizational reference group improve our understanding of how he or she selects career referents or projects his or her expected achievement beyond what we would learn from social networks?
Research on social comparisons suggests the mechanism by which this might occur. Social comparison has been defined as "thinking about information about one or more other people in relation to the self" (Wood 1996) . By definition, social referents, the people an individual chooses for such comparisons, are selected from his or her organizational reference group. They comprise a reference group within a reference group. Despite the importance of social comparisons for assessing ability and achievement (Kulik and Ambrose 1992) , we know little about how individuals select referent others (Shah 1998 , Wheeler et al. 1969 , Wood 1989 ) and less about how their social context influences these choices (Wood 1989) . Existing organizational theories acknowledge contextual effects (Kulik and Ambrose 1992) , but empirical studies concentrate on the individual as decision maker, not on how his or her social context affects referent selection (Crosby 1982 , Goodman 1974 , Levine and Moreland 1987 , Oldham et al. 1986 ; although see Shah 1998 for an exception).
Research suggests that perceived social context may play an important role in how individuals define "up" when making status-based comparisons (Nosanchuk and Erickson 1985, Wheeler et al. 1969) . Individuals commonly make upward comparisons to others of higher status for self-motivation and self-enhancement (Collins 1996) . However, these comparisons are risky. If individuals see the top status as inaccessible, comparisons with that pinnacle may generate feelings of inadequacy and failure Miyake 1992, Wood 1989) . Individuals appear to mitigate this risk by anchoring their social referents within their social context (Wheeler et al. 1969) . First, they identify the distribution of available others. Then, they use the distribution to select a referent slightly higher in status than they are (Wheeler et al. 1969 , Wood 1989 rather than one at the highest. This both fulfills a desire for self-motivation and limits the risks of inaccessibility. A key feature of this argument, which has not been studied in organizations, is that individuals use the status distribution of available others to define what is somewhat higher than themselves and what is impossibly high (Nosanchuk and Erickson 1985) .
In organizations, a manager's position in the hierarchy of possible career levels indicates his or her status. A bank supervisor has lower status than a vice-president. A partner at a consulting firm has higher status than a consultant. An individual's perception of the average career level of others in the organization is likely to be influenced by those in his or her organizational reference group. If the career levels in two individuals' organizational reference groups differ, then their perceptions of the organization's average career level are also likely to differ. Research suggests that individuals develop different perceptions of organizational distributions, which then influence attitudes. For instance, managers who see themselves as ahead of schedule in their careers have more positive work attitudes than those who see themselves behind, even when both are on schedule, based on company records (Lawrence 1984) . Thus, individuals' definitions of how-high-is-up may differ, depending on how they see the status distribution of career levels within their organizational reference group.
The data are used to examine whether the average career level in an individual's close and distant associations is related to his or her career referents and expected achievement. Career referents are others the individual identifies as having careers similar to his or her own. A social network definition of context would focus on the career levels of an individual's close associations. Previous research indicates that employees select close associations to identify performance referents (Shah 1998) . Thus, including the distant associations of an organizational reference group may add no additional explanatory value. However, Shah's study was conducted in a small organization with little opportunity for different organizational reference groups and the performance measure includes no distinction of up or down. 
Method Measures
Individuals' Demographic Attributes. Subjects' demographic attributes were obtained from the company's employment records. Six demographic attributes were used: gender, ethnicity (white, black, Hispanic, Asian), age, organizational tenure, education, and career level. These attributes were selected because they frequently influence the relationship between the individual's demographic attributes and those of the people he or she knows (Ibarra 1995, Smith-Lovin and McPherson 1993) . Moreover, they are believed to shape the selection of referent others (Shah 1998) .
Demographic Composition of the Organizational Reference Group.
The demographic composition of each subject's organizational reference group is measured using the same six attributes, each of which is a group-level variable: proportion women, proportion ethnic minorities (black, Hispanic, and Asian), average age, average organizational tenure, average education, and average career level. The demographic characteristics of subjects' organizational reference groups were obtained from the company's employee records.
Close and Distant Associations. The closeness of work associations is measured using subjects' responses to the question: "How often do you discuss work with the individuals on your list?" Frequency of interaction was used to measure closeness because it is commonly used in social network research. Work associations are defined as "close" if subjects indicate that they communicate with the person once every day or once every week. Work associations are defined as more or less "distant" if subjects indicate they communicate with the person once every two weeks, less than once every two weeks, or not at all. Although there is no theoretical demarcation between close and distant, this cutoff was selected because it produces an average of 7.13 close associations per subject: comparable to the average number of eight names per subject generated in the social network studies discussed earlier. For distant associations, this cutoff produces an average of 40.51 names per subject.
Career Level of Close and Distant Associations. The career level of close associations is the average level of those whom the subject identifies as "close." Similarly, the career level of distant associations is the average level of those identified as "distant."
Career Level of Career Referents. Subjects' career referents are identified using the subjects' answers to three questions. For each person listed as known to the subjects, subjects were asked: (1) "How similar are you to each person on the list in the types of jobs you have held during your career?" (2) "How similar are you to each person on the list in the pace of your advancement during your career?" and (3) "How similar are you to each person on the list in your future work opportunities at [THE FIRM]?" These questions measure three factors considered important for choosing social comparison referents (Festinger 1954 , Goodman 1974 , Kulik and Ambrose 1992 , Shah 1998 : the degree of perceived similarity, availability among others they know in the firm, and relevance in types of jobs and future work opportunities.
Subjects were given five response categories (0 = I Don't Know, 1 = Very Dissimilar, 2 = Somewhat Dissimilar, 3 = Somewhat Similar, and 4 = Very Similar). Each person whom a subject rated as similar to him or her with a value of 3 or 4 on all three questions is considered a career referent. The career level of each referent was identified through company records. The variable Career Level of Career Referents then averages these career levels across a subject's set of referents = 0 96 . This measure improves on previous organizational studies of referent selection (e.g., Crosby 1982 , Goodman 1974 , Oldham et al. 1986 , Shah 1998 in which the hierarchical levels of referents are not explicitly identified. The average number of career referents cited by subjects was 19.
Expected Career Achievement. Expected career achievement is measured using the subjects' answers to the question: "By the time you leave [THE COMPANY] what salary level do you expect to attain?" Salary level is the formal term the company uses to define an individual's hierarchical career level, and this designation is understood by all employees in management and ready-for-management careers. Consequently, a singleitem measure is preferable over a multiple-item measure. Adding additional scale items would not increase, and might decrease, the validity of subjects' responses (Wanous et al. 1997 ). Table 1 shows a correlation matrix of the variables. Because many of the independent variables are significantly correlated, a collinearity analysis was conducted. For the variables involved in the first question, the highest variance inflation factors are for age VIF = 3 09 and organizational tenure VIF = 3 62 . For the variables involved in the second question, the highest variance inflation factors are for average career level of close associations VIF = 2 23 and average career level of distant ones VIF = 2 50 . These values are well below the suggested cutoff of 10 (Chatterjee and Price 1991). Thus, collinearity may attenuate the estimates for these variables, but does not appear harmful.
Relationships Among Variables and Distribution Tests
Because proportions are naturally censored at zero on the lower boundary and one on the upper, I examined the potential impact of censoring on the results for Question 1. Four of the eight dependent variables are proportions: proportion women, proportion black, proportion Hispanic, and proportion Asian. In each analysis, the predicted values of these variables were computed. None are lower than zero or greater than one. This suggests that no information is lost from censoring. Tests for multivariate normality show that the data are not normally distributed. As a result, all structural equation models are reported with adjustments for nonnormality: robust standard errors, the Satorra-Bentler (S-B) scaled chi-square, and a 2 difference test adjusted for the S-B statistic (Satorra and Bentler 1999) . All regression models are reported with robust standard errors.
Results Question 1: The Composition of Organizational Reference Groups and Social Networks
Analytical Approach. The demographic compositions of subjects' close and distant associations were compared for each of six attributes: gender, ethnicity (white, black, Hispanic, Asian), age, organizational tenure, education, and career level. Two tests were used to assess this similarity: a 2 difference test that evaluates the likeness of an individual's attribute to others with that attribute in his or her close and distant associations, and an R 2 difference test that examines whether the composition of close associations is more systematic and less random than that of distant associations.
The following description of the analysis of a subject's age provides an example (see Table 2 continued, Columns 1-3). For the first test, a structural equation model was estimated with two dependent variables: the average age of his or her close associations and the average age of his or her distant ones. The subject's age is the independent variable, and the five remaining demographic attributes operate as controls. This test produced one estimate for the relationship between the subject's age and the average age of his or her close associations b = 0 19 p < 0 001 , and one for this relationship in his or her distant associations b = 0 09 p < 0 001 . Next, a nested structural equation model was estimated. This model was identical to the first except that the estimate for the relationship between the subject's age and the average age of his or her distant associations was constrained to be equal to the estimate for close associations obtained from the first model. A 2 difference test comparing the fit of the original 2 = 18 99 df = 1 to that of the nested model 2 = 30 89 df = 2 showed that the relationship between the subject's age and the average age of his or her close and distant associations differs 2 = 12 40 df = 1 p < 0 001 . The relationship was stronger for close associations. For the second test, the R 2 from the regression of an individual's six attributes on the average age of his or her close associations R 2 = 0 37 was compared with the R 2 from the same regression on distant associations R 2 = 0 61 . An R 2 difference test showed that the systematic patterns observed in the average age of close and distant associations differ R 2 = −17 03 p < 0 001 . The systematic patterns were stronger for distant associations.
Results. Table 2 shows the results for the first question: Does the composition of close associations studied in typical social network studies differ from that of distant associations included in organizational reference groups? The results partially support Granovetter's contention that the relation between an individual's demographic attributes and those of close associations in his or her social network outweighs the relationship with those of distant ones in his or her organizational reference group. The 2 difference test shows that the coefficients for demographic attributes differ significantly in the expected direction for women, black, age, and career level. They do not differ significantly for Hispanic, Asian, organizational tenure, or education. The R 2 difference test shows that the explained variation differs significantly for all eight models; however, the patterns are stronger for distant associations in organizational reference groups than for close ones in social networks. This finding opposes the expected result.
A sensitivity analysis was conducted to assess whether these results depend on the operational definition of "close and distant associations." The original measure of distant associations included a middle category: people with whom subjects have work communications once every two weeks. In the sensitivity analysis, these people were removed. This decision maintains the original measure of close associations similar to that used in social network analysis and adds a more conservative measure of distant associations. Analyses using this alternate definition do not change the results.
Several features of these results are worth noting. The first is that the 2 difference tests show no consistent pattern. Four show significant differences in the expected direction and four do not. The organizational demography literature is just beginning to consider the differential impact of demographic attributes on behavior (Lawrence 1997, Williams and O'Reilly 1998) . One hypothesis from this literature is that visible attributes like gender and race are more salient for self-categorization and more easily discerned in a group of distant others than less visible attributes like education (Jackson et al. 1995; Kanter 1977; Williams and O'Reilly 1998, p. 117) . Individuals have little choice about the people they work with every day, but they have unlimited choice when it comes to noticing others. This suggests that visible attributes should exert more influence on distant than on close associations, yet none of the results support this hypothesis. Women and blacks show significant differences in the opposite direction, while Hispanics and Asians show none. Thus, while the results partially support Granovetter's prediction, they exhibit a puzzling pattern not well explained by existing theory. A second feature is the consistent, large difference between the variation explained in close and distant associations. In all eight models, explained variation is greater for distant associations than for close associations. Here, the connection with existing theory is also tenuous. Granovetter (1973 Granovetter ( , 1992 suggests that close associations are more predictable than distant associations. Thus, explained variation should be higher in the former than the latter. However, this does not consider how an individual's other attributes fit in the process. The results here suggest that explained variation involves more than single-attribute similarity. For example, career level is the most important information required to predict the career level of a subject's associations in this company (b close = 0 28 * * * , b distant = 0 23 * * * ). However, we can predict better if we know whether the subject is a woman b close = 0 30 * , black b distant = −0 43 * * * , and how much education he or she has completed (b close = 0 19 * , b distant = 0 16 * * ). These multiple-attribute results may represent interattribute, rather than single-attribute, connections that exist in this organization. Faultline theory (Lau and Murnighan 1998, Thatcher et al. 2003) suggests that groups split into subgroups based on the salience and alignment of apparent individual attributes and the number of potentially homogeneous groups. Such splits may result from induced homophily, which is homophily produced by the empirical association of one attribute with other demographic attributes in a population (Feld 1981, Notes. Variables 1-4 are dummy coded with minority category = 1. Unstandardized estimates. Standardized estimates in italics. † p < 0 10, * p < 0 05, * * p < 0 01, * * * p < 0 001.
1982; McPherson and Smith-Lovin 2001; Ibarra 1992).
Individuals' tendencies to perceive, or not to perceive, similar others may reflect these existing empirical associations. Alternately, they may result from socially constructed meanings that connect one attribute to another in individuals' minds (Lawrence and Tolbert, forthcoming) . This would produce associative bias, in which attributes recalled together with others are more likely to be recalled than attributes without associations (Marin 2004 ).
Question 2: The Impact of Organizational Reference Groups and Social Networks on Career Perceptions
Analytical Approach. Comparisons of explained variation and relative contribution were used to explore the differential impact of organizational reference groups and social networks on an individual's career perceptions. Tables 3 and 4 show the results for the second exploratory question: Does knowing the composition of an individual's organizational reference group improve our understanding of his or her career perceptions beyond what we would learn from the social networks typically studied in large organizations? The results show that it does. Knowing the average career level of an individual's close and distant associations provides more information about both the average career level of career referents and expected achievement than knowing the average career level of his or her close associations alone.
Results.
For the first career perceptions outcome, career level of career referents, the R 2 for organizational reference Comparing the distant associations of organizational reference groups with the close ones of social networks, as typically studied in large organizations, elaborates on this result. The data show that the average career level of an individual's distant associations provides more information about the career level of the individual's career referents than does the average level of his or her close associations. Model 1 shows that the average career level of close associations contributes 12% to the explained variation in career level of such referents beyond that explained by the control variables. In contrast, Model 2 shows that the average career level of distant associations contributes 19% to the explained variation in career level of such referents beyond that explained by the control variables.
While the average career levels of both close and distant associations show a significant, positive relationship with career level of career referents in Model 3, the standardized coefficient for close associations, B = 0 24, is half as large as that coefficient for distant associations, B = 0 51. This difference is reflected in the independent contributions (squared semipartial correlations) of the average career level of close and distant associations to the explained variation in career level of career referents. Close associations contribute 2.96% toward the explained variation, whereas distant ones contribute 10.38%. These results suggest that distant associations in an individual's organizational reference group more significantly predict the career level of career referents than do the close associations typically represented in his or her social network. Table 4 shows a similar analysis conducted for the second career perceptions outcome: expected achievement. This demonstrates similar results. The R 2 for organizational reference groups, including close and distant associations, shown in Model 3 significantly exceeds the R 2 for social networks shown in Model 1 (R 2 cd = 0 53, R 2 c = 0 50; F = 2 01, df = 10 315, p < 0 05). Comparing the distant associations of organizational reference groups with the close ones of social networks, as typically studied in large organizations, elaborates on this result. The data show that the average career level of an individual's close and distant associations provides similar information about an individual's expected achievement. Model 1 shows that the average career level of close associations contributes 6% to the explained variation in the career level of such referents beyond that explained by control variables. Model 2 shows that the average career level of distant associations contributes 7%.
The average career levels of both close and distant associations significantly predict expected achievement in Model 3; however, the standardized coefficient for close associations, B = 0 14, is half as large as the standardized coefficient for distant associations, B = 0 27. Finally, the independent contributions (squared semipartial correlations) of the average career level of close and distant associations to the explained variation in expected achievement differ. Close associations contribute 0.99% to the explained variation, whereas distant ones contribute 2.93%. These results are not as dramatic as the results for career level of career referents. However, they consistently support the observation that distant associations significantly predict an individual's expected achievement beyond that of the close ones in his or her social network.
A sensitivity analysis was conducted to assess whether these results depend on the operational definition of "career level of career referents." The original measure of this phrase is conservative: A name must receive a score of three or four on all three of the career similarity questions for the person to be defined as a career referent. A less conservative measure, defining a career referent as a person receiving a sum of nine or more on the three questions, was assessed. Using this latter definition, a person could be defined as a "career referent" if the subject rated him or her with a four on two questions and a one on the third question. Analyses using this alternate definition do not change the results.
One explanation for these results is that they are congruent with social network studies on career outcomes. Research suggests that weak ties, bridges, and structural holes improve an individual's chances for positive career outcomes such as promotions and getting a job (Burt 1997 , Granovetter 1974 however, see Bian (1997) for an alternate view). Thus, the distant associations studied here may be significant because they signal these other effects. To test this possibility, I added two variables frequently connected with organizational status and success: centrality and redundancy. Centrality is the number of times a subject is listed by other subjects. Redundancy is the number of ties among a subject's listed names. The higher a subject's centrality and redundancy, the lower the probability of bridges and structural holes. Thus, if distant associations provide alternate measures for such structures, adding the two variables to Model 3 should diminish the distant associations' effect on career level of career referents and expected achievement. The results show that this does not occur. Neither centrality nor redundancy influences the career level of career referents. Centrality exerts a positive impact on expected achievement b = 0 04 p < 0 05 , but redundancy shows no effect. Moreover, adding these variables does not alter the significant influence of either close or distant associations on perceived career outcomes. This suggests there is something specific to the composition of an individual's reference group that produces these results, independent of his or her weak ties. Organizational reference groups thus extend the standard social network explanation for these outcomes.
Discussion
This paper introduces the concept of an organizational reference group: the set of people an individual perceives as belonging to his or her work environment that defines the social world of work in which he or she engages, including people with whom the individual communicates or does not communicate, and those with whom awareness is the only connection. This concept is proposed to close a gap in organizational studies: scholars' tendency to assume, rather than identify, the people an individual perceives at work. When an organization is small, an individual's social context is easily identifiable. Everyone knows everyone else. However, when organizations grow, the individual's definition of social context is less clear. One individual's perceived social context may differ radically from another's. While much is known about the composition and effects of the close associations that comprise a worker's social context, little is known about distant associations-the people with whom individuals may never have had direct contact and who they may know only through a company newsletter or office gossip.
Empirical data from a large organization were used to explore whether this broader social picture, what I call an organizational reference group, provides information about the composition and effects of an individual's perceived work environment beyond research on social networks. The first question examines composition: Do organizational reference groups include types of people different from the social networks typically studied in large organizations? The second question addresses effects: Do such reference groups illuminate how individuals select career referents and develop career expectations at work beyond what would be predicted by the social networks studied in large organizations?
Results for the study of composition show that organizational reference groups include a distribution of people different from the social networks typically studied. As with previous findings, (McPherson and Smith-Lovin 2001) , an individual tends to have close associations with demographically similar others, and this also holds for distant associations, as expected. However, although the tendency to select similar others is stronger for close than for distant associations in four of the eight analyses (women, black, age, and career level), no difference occurs in the composition of close and distant ties for Hispanic, Asian, organizational tenure, and education. Moreover, when all six of an individual's demographic attributes are used to compare the composition of his or her close and distant associations, the results consistently oppose the direction expected by previous theory. The strength of systematic patterns is weaker for close associations than for distant ones. Although scholars are beginning to hypothesize about the discrete effects produced by different attributes, these mixed and unexplained results suggest that existing organizational theories do not adequately describe how individuals perceive their social context at work. One explanation may be that similarity effects are overwhelmed by faultlines (Lau and Murnighan 1998) , created by subgroups induced through existing relationships among demographic attributes or by the socially constructed understandings that emerge from these demographic groupings.
The results for the study of effects show that organizational reference groups provide more information about how individuals select career referents and assess their expected achievement. The social networks typically studied in large organizations are less telling. The average career level of both an individual's close and distant associations is positively related to the level of his or her career referents. However, the average career level in the individual's organizational reference group, including both close and distant ties, estimates the level of the individual's career referents better than does his or her social network. Close associations alone are less informative. Similar results are obtained for estimating an individual's expected career achievement in the organization. This suggests that the distant associations that distinguish organizational reference groups from social networks yield distinctive information about an individual's relationship with his or her organization. A social network study focusing solely on close associations would have underestimated how social context anchors these perceived career outcomes. The effects of network composition and structure differ.
From a practical perspective, these results suggest that the people from whom managers obtain information in this organization are not randomly selected. This is not surprising. However, their selections become increasingly less random the farther they get from their close work associations. Consequently, the probability that they become aware of or receive information about a representative set of employees decreases with the increasing distance of their associations. If executives in this organization are demographically similar, and analysis not reported here suggests they are, then their organizational reference groups are similarly nonrepresentative. This pattern may make it difficult to increase opportunities for diverse others. Employees who fall outside the demographic profile of the organizational reference groups to which executives belong are less likely to come to their attention than those who fall within. Executives just do not see them.
Limitations
The data for this study come from one organization and some of the results may be, and are even likely to be, organization and community specific. In particular, the mixed results on individuals' tendency to select similar others in their close and distant associations may depend on regional culture. Many employees in this organization come from ethnic communities with strong cultures that regulate their relationships within the community and at work. This may explain why blacks are more likely to select same-ethnicity others for close than for distant associations, and why Hispanics and Asians are not. Because there have been few organizational studies with sufficient numbers for such ethnic comparisons, it is difficult to do more than speculate here. However, it does support my conclusion that little is known about what produces an individual's perception of social context.
In addition, while the names generated in this research are six times more numerous than the average ego network study, they are unlikely to capture an individual's entire organizational reference group. As noted earlier, multiple-interview studies may generate several hundred names of acquaintances inside and outside work (de Sola Pool and Kochen 1978) . Moreover, studies on recall suggest that subjects forget many acquaintances and even their close friends when answering namegeneration questions (Brewer 2000, Brewer and Webster 1999) . Such additional associations might or might not alter an individual's perceptions of social context beyond what was observed here. For example, they might provide a broader range of career levels for anchoring career referent selection. Alternately, their impact on the composition and effects of organizational reference groups might decrease asymptotically, with additional members exerting little influence on career referent selection after attaining some number.
The composition of organizational reference groups in this study also depends on how subjects interpreted the name-generation question. Although the knowing tie has been deployed to obtain names of distant associations in communities (Hampton and Wellman 2000) , it seems uncommon in organizational research. Subjects may have defined "knowing associations" as only those others with whom they have had communicationbased relationships at one time. Or, they may assume that knowing associations include only those others outside their formal work group. Finally, although subjects were not limited to naming other managers and readyfor-management employees, they did. This may have resulted because subjects were primed by a managerial career survey they had just completed, and the list of management employees was included with the network questions.
These limitations suggest we need better measures of an individual's organizational reference group. The social network literature has examined several measurement issues related to name generators, including accuracy, date, and type of tie requested (cf. Bernard et al. 1977 , Campbell and Lee 1991 , Hammer 1984 . Developing a more accurate measure probably requires a staged approach, similar to the one used by Marin (2004) . First, demographically diverse individuals might be interviewed about what words and phrases they use to indicate awareness of others. These words and phrases could then be used as name generators with a second set of demographically diverse individuals. After completing the survey, these individuals could be interviewed, either once or several times, to find out what they were thinking when they answered the questions, to add names they forgot, to see how many names could be elicited, and to look for selection patterns explaining why forgotten names were not remembered. These data would provide an improved measure of organizational reference groups and a richer understanding of how individuals become aware of their social context at work. (Fiske and Taylor 1991) . When faced with a large group of people, an individual perceives and encodes information about those who capture his or her attention. Attention may result from social salience, vividness, or the accessibility of information. In organizations, people may become socially salient to an individual because of status or relevance for his or her goals. Thus, it seems likely that a manager has more managers than staff in his or her organizational reference group and that it will include more people from a higher, not lower, level. People become vivid to an individual when they are "(a) emotionally interesting, (b) concrete and imagery provoking, and (c) proximate in a sensory, temporal or spatial way" (Nisbett and Ross 1980, p. 45) . This suggests that people who have had big successes or failures are more likely to be included in organizational reference groups than those who do a merely good job. Other attributes that may influence vividness include physical proximity, friendship, and appearance, including distinctive dress or behavior. Finally, people become accessible to an individual when one or more of their attributes are primed by recently or frequently encoded information. This finding indicates that individuals are likely to perceive others who remind them of people with whom they have worked before, or others whose physical attributes, including gender or age, hold specific meaning. Once a person comes to an individual's attention, information about this individual is encoded in memory so that it will be accessible.
These processes suggest that the composition of organizational reference groups depends on how work is organized. Work may be accomplished in one location or in many. Organizational boundaries may be clearly defined or blurred by external dependencies. For instance, in the entertainment industry, individuals frequently work as subcontractors and have few long-term affiliations. In contrast to those who work in large organizations where an individual may work with diverse others because he or she has been told to do so, a subcontractor in the entertainment industry may get work only because similar others are aware of him or her. If systematic, nonrandom selection patterns result from salience and accessibility, the bias toward stronger patterns in close associations may be more pronounced for these employees than for those who work inside a single, large organization. In contrast, organizations with many telecommuters or globally dispersed teams may experience less pronounced systematic patterns because salience is influenced more by the content of a message than by the appearance of the messenger. It is hard to tell how old someone is if you cannot see him or her. In this situation, cultural rules for appropriate communication, including rhetoric and writing style, may become the criteria by which associations are noticed. In such cases, cognition shapes network structure (Ibarra et al. 2005) .
Effects. The effects of organizational reference groups begin with social information processes, such as enactment, remembered behaviors, causal attributions, judgments, and choices (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978) . Individuals are motivated to make sense of their social environment. They will create patterns, expectations, and behavioral norms out of social information even when such attributes do not exist in reality (Festinger 1954 ). This socially constructed information becomes increasingly malleable as the uncertainty within a social environment grows. As a result, two individuals may be enacting different versions of social reality in large organizations where social information is ambiguous and organizational reference groups may vary a good deal. Social information processing suggests that this disparity influences an individual's attitudes and need statements in four ways: through overt communications with coworkers, by structuring his or her attention, through his or her interpretation of environmental cues, and by influencing how he or she defines personal needs (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978, pp. 229-230) . For example, organizational reference groups may help describe the process by which a union member's attitudes alter when he or she becomes a manager. After crossing this status boundary, the individual encounters more managers in the course of everyday work. Moreover, becoming a manager makes other managers more salient. As a result, the proportion of managers in the individual's organizational reference group increases. The faster this occurs, the more quickly his or her attitudes may change.
Another example comes from social identity theory (Hogg and Terry 2000 , Tajfel 1978 , Tsui and Gutek 1999 . This theory proposes that individuals use their associations with others to enhance their personal self, "the idiosyncratic aspects" and social self "which reflects information about the groups to which people belong" (Tyler et al. 1999) . As a result, individuals find it easier Organization Science 17(1), pp. 80-100, © 2006 INFORMS to work with and trust others with whom they share a social identity. While social identity theory specifies that enhancing the social self depends on individuals' perceptions of the groups to which people belong, it does not define "the group." It is easy to imagine individuals identifying with a small group where the defining information comes from all its members or when the defining information is easily visible like gender or ethnicity. It is less easy to imagine the identification process when the group is large and the defining information comes from a sample, not the entire population, of group members. Who is "the group" when an employee identifies with IBM rather than with Apple Computer? Employees never know everyone in such large organizations. Their global perception of the organization depends on some undefined sample of human activity. If two individuals use different samples of others to define IBM, then one individual's identification with the firm may differ greatly from another's.
More specifically, the composition of individuals' organizational reference groups may alter the salience of identity. Take, for example, two black women working in the same organization. One has an organizational reference group in which there are more blacks than women. The other has an organizational reference group in which women exceed blacks. Distinctiveness theory (McGuire and Pawawer-Singer 1976, Mehra et al. 1998) suggests that individuals who belong to two minority categories identify most strongly with the smaller of the two categories. This means that the first individual is likely to identify with other women in the organization, whereas the second is likely to identify with other blacks. Such distinctive identifications may affect how the organization can best provide them with support. The strategy of assigning corporate mentors, for instance, may be ineffective if a white, female mentor is assigned to a woman who identifies more strongly with being black. These examples describe different ways in which organizational reference groups may expand organizational theories involving social context.
The ideas presented here suggest that the concept of an individual's organizational reference group-its definition, causes, and consequences-deserves further attention. I do not argue that organizational reference groups represent a new concept, but rather draw attention to a phenomenon that has been assumed, but not studied empirically or theoretically. Much organizational research invokes rather than defines social context from the individual's point of view. Thomas and Thomas's (1928) famous remark states that "if people view circumstances as real, then they are real in their consequences." An individual's organizational reference group defines the circumstances he or she views as real, and thus the social context that is real in its consequences. Organizational reference groups thus add to our repertoire for exploring how individuals constitute, make sense of, and respond to their social world at work.
